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Collateral Event of the 12th International Architecture Exhibition– 

la Biennale di Venezia 

CULTURE_NATURE 

green ethics – habitat – environment

Curated by Alessandra Coppa and Fortunato D’Amico

Think Green
Text in catalogue by Alessandra Coppa
From Nature vs Culture to Culture+Nature

Biodiversity-Eco-anthropology-Hybridization-Theory of Collectives-Habitats

The Natural and the Man-made merge and hybridize. Nevertheless, from the anthropological point of view, Nature and Culture have long been interpreted as two distinct, opposing concepts.

This idea of a boundary between human society and the natural environment is one of Western thought’s most ancient tenets, present since Plato’s myth of the cave. Indeed, Western man loves to consider himself as a creature that has emerged from the “state of nature”.

Without this foundation of a clear-cut opposition between nature and culture, many forms of thought could never have existed, including philosophy, religion, art, politics and, especially, the birth and development of science and modern technology. Nature and culture constitute two essential keys to understanding the expressions of human existence. Nature refers to everything within the natural domain, which is rooted in the genetic essence of human beings and thus occurs instinctively without being learned.

Culture, on the other hand, refers to everything within the domain constructed by man in his role as a social animal, in the forms that he uses to relate to others and to the world around him. Human cultural manifestations are often expressed symbolically and through the creation of products. 
In recent years, the nature/culture dichotomy has been called into question. Scientific and technological progress and its consequences – the depletion of energy resources, the pollution of the planet, questions arising from the manipulation of living beings – have provoked a rejection of the opposition between society and environment. In fact, we are beginning to see theories that seek to somehow overcome the nature/culture schism and move towards a more sophisticated explanation of the relationships between human groups and the environment they inhabit. Indeed, the fundamental concepts of cultural anthropology represent at least in part a reaction against the West’s previous notion, based on this contrast between nature and culture, that certain populations once lived in a hypothetical “natural state”.

Lanternari invites us to reflect on the importance of ecology not only as a science but more broadly as a new way to interpret the crucial man/nature relationship in terms of Eco-anthropology.

“Eco-anthropology takes its position as a totally new, important disciplinary sector within the human sciences. With the humanistic, axiological, holistic and global eye of the anthropologist, it observes and studies ecology, understood as a global discipline referring to relations, both conceptual and practical, in the behaviour of human societies and cultures towards nature in all its many aspects: animal, vegetable, geophysical, landscape, etc.”

This implies a reconsideration of the concept of biodiversity. Clément writes: “Tradition excludes from the garden all those animal and vegetable species that resist the gardener’s control. 
There is no place for vagabonds. The advent of ecology has overturned this way of seeing things. On principle, it concerns nature in general and not specifically the garden. But the garden is made of nature”. No longer must whatever does not conform to the gardener’s “project” (unplanned-for animals and species) be eliminated from the landscape. Clément’s planetary gardener is a metaphor for the planet and all of humanity.

When protected, diversity guarantees the future of humanity, as do the abandoned sites that Clément identifies with the term “third landscape” including dismantled industrial areas, remains

(délaissé) characterized by the absence of human activity but which, taken as a whole, are crucial for the preservation of biological diversity.

This vision of an “urban green” that respects the identity of the place as a depository for biodiversity is shared by Andreas Kipar, President of Green City Italia. He has pursued this goal

through the urban and regional strategy of “Green Rays”, conceived for Expo 2015 in Milan and surroundings. “We are knocking down the walls of our indifference towards nature. Thus a nature associated with biodiversity is entering the cities while the countryside is experiencing a nature that seeks to re-establish its role with the land. Culture_Nature is a manifesto for the future, the awareness to accept the change of inverting the terms. Indeed, the project at Spazio

Thetis reverses the relationship with the earth through nature. The idea of overturning, or ‘ploughing’, is a symbol of Culture_Nature. The third millenium will be characterized by a renewed relationship with nature”.

The future lies in green cities where the natural and the man-made hybridize, where nature takes over the task of healing the environmental damage caused by speculative interventions and pollution caused by production and waste, offering a chance to reconstitute the biodiversity, 
even in urban environments. The buildings will tend to naturalize, wrapped in layers of vegetation, in eco-neighbourhoods and sustainable cities governed by new national legislation

and systems of certification. “Far from being seen as an alternative to the society of artifacts, the green solution has thus entered into the contemporary sensibility in the spurious, compromised version of a hybrid landscape, where a natural Arcadia is replaced by the representation of a technological Arcadia”. This reassessment of the relationship between man

and his environment does away with the nature/culture distinction, in keeping with Bruno Latour’s theory of collectives. This theory shows that once the nature/culture opposition is abandoned, it becomes possible to radically rethink the role of science and technology, which in turn offers the chance to reconstruct ecology, bioethics and nature policies on new (more solid) bases.

Philosopher of science Bruno Latour maintains that it is no longer possible to continue using the interpretative categories of modernity, and in particular, the categories of the subject and object. To analyze the ceaseless development of hybrids, he addresses the question of contemporary mankind’s need to rethink himself, that is, to rethink his way of thinking about himself.

Local and global nature and culture become the essential elements through which to represent the present moment, where these elements can be interpreted anew and with greater meaning, only if they avoid the traditional interpretative categories and the separation between nature, knowledge and politics. “It is a question of retying the Gordian knot by crossing, when necessary, the divide separating precise knowledge and the exercise of power, in other words, nature and culture”.

Latour critiques modern thought in the hopes of overcoming these oppositions in order to bring collectives to the forefront. His work seeks to demonstrate that the proliferation of hybrids, being an ahistorical condition and not one resulting from the current phase of technological development, has long been concealed in the interest of maintaining a clear separation between politics and science.
Archinature

Eco-Architecture-Nature as a Model-Ecological Design-Natural Capitalism

Architectures represent landscapes; vegetation becomes an element in the composition of architecture.

Green invades architecture on its façades, its roofs and its interiors. Architecture is inspired by nature and imitates it. Now more than before, in fact, the language of architecture speaks with the elements of nature, so much so that we can speak of “archi-nature”, referring to the complex, multi-faceted interactions through which the natural and the manmade collaborate in the construction of an edifice and of the landscape.

The issue of the relationship between architecture and nature is not just a passing fashion; on the contrary, it deserves close attention and serious reflection that goes beyond a simple analysis to create new works that emphasize natural aspects. Some time ago, Portoghesi identified architecture as a “second man-made nature”, when he was investigating the natural origins of the archtypes of architecture: the column, the house, the temple, the wall and the tower.

Nonetheless, the issue of ecology in architecture arose long before that. In the middle of the last century (1950), Heidegger had the insight that the land we walk and live on cannot be reduced to a mere category of space. Thus, in contrast to the concept of space, he proposed that of place. The transition from space to place unfolds through care, that is, the temporal relationship that man establishes with the space while “staying among things”.

In the second-half of the twentieth century, the question of ecology and the sustainability and minimization of non-renewable resources gained greater prominence in theories of architecture’s mission. The environmental crisis revealed itself for the first time as a secondary effect of social expansion and of the enormous increase in production in the industrialized nations of the West during the period after World War II, beginning in the 1950s and 1960s. Today this crisis has assumed a sinister aspect, threatening the very survival of the human species.

In the 1970s, as the environmental crisis became increasingly evident, there appeared a vast body of scientific literature devoted to analyzing the environmental issue from a variety of disciplinary perspectives.

Maria Bottero classified four categories of contributors to the ecological debate: 
- ecologists, working to calculate the availability of resources on the planet and the quality/ quantity of pollution caused by the productive and reproductive system (American biologist Barry Commoner, the group of MIT mathematicians who wrote The Limits to Growth, editors of the English journal The Ecologist Goldsmith and Allen, director of the Worldwatch Institute in Washington Lester R. Brown);

- sociologists, investigating the relationship between development, productive systems and society (Ernst Schumacher, Director of the Intermediate Technology Group in London);

- bio-economists, theorists of the need to refound economics (the Rumanian-American Nicholas

Georgescu-Roegen and students Herman Daly and Jeremy Rifkin);

- energeticists, working to calculate the energetic cost of goods and the global consumption

of energy of a system (Englishman Peter Chapman, Americans Barry Commoner, Amory B.

Lovins and, as regards agriculture, David and Marcia Pimentel).

The debate of the 1970s was characterized by the application of the physical principle of entropy to the economy, of the notion of zero growth, the use of renewable energies, the greatest possible recycling of waste, recycling of water, residential and productive decentralization, small-scale production and the preference of local to global.

Ingersoll analyzed the historical evolution of the theory of ecology in relation to architecture from the perifery to the centre of the debate on design. The solutions for ecological correctness cited throughout the pages of his essay “Sustainability?” in the journal Lotus range from symbolic acts aiming towards a harmonious union with nature to models of strictly monitored energy efficiency, from the appearance of globalism and global warming in the 1990s to the conflict between local and global culture which pushed the conversation from a Western vision to a more multicultural one, from building with an anthropocentric vision in conflict with nature to the appearance in 1860s of the terms ecology and entropy.

The latter remains an extremely relevant term today, considering that entropy has increased exponentially over the last two centuries – enough to lead Rifkin and Howard to prophesy the death of the planet.

Then came the green apocalypse of the confirmation of the hole in the ozone layer in 1985 and of global warming and the greenhouse effect, the reaction of sustainable design researchers and architects such as Ralph Erskine, Glenn Murcutt, Emilio Ambasz, Renzo Piano and Patrick Blanc, the Kyoto Protocol of 1997 and the emergence of Ecological Design and Natural Capitalism.

Sim Van der Ryn formulated an approach to ecological design based on five principles: 1) cultivate solutions native to the place; 2) structure the plan on the basis of ecological considerations; 3) imitate nature in order to take a harmonious place within it; 4) recognize that anyone can be a planner; 5) make nature visible. Van der Ryn’s recommendations are in line with those on the agenda of Natural Capitalism, the ecological plan for industry developed by Amory Lovins, another leading figure in the ecological movement’s first generation. Lovins has proposed Natural Capitalism as a means to lead the consumer society towards a more ecological, less wasteful lifestyle through: 1) recognition of the benefits of conserving matter and energy and the need for “resource productivity”; 2) industry management according to a biological paradigm, that is, “bio-imitation”, proceeding as if industries were natural organisms; 3) conversion of consumer goods into services rather than into private property; 4) investment in renewable energy sources.
Green Ethics

Green New Deal-Localism-Ecosystemic Logic-No Standards

“Greenness” serves as the common denominator for food, agriculture, landscape and ecological architecture. It is a functional element that cannot be ignored in constructing for territorial stability. Thanks to its capacity to compensate for CO2 emissions, it plays a significant role in the implementation of the Kyoto Protocol. Within architecture and urban planning, it has emerged from the “service ghetto” to take its rightful place among those elements that must absolutely be utilized in building.

Today it has become essential to adopt green policies. As foretold by the scientists of the IPCC, an international panel that works online with thousands of scientists around the world and winner of the Nobel Peace Prize in 2007, the bland committments announced by many governments will inevitably fail to keep the average world temperature from rising by more than two degrees.

That two-degree threshold, the basis for the Copenhagen negotiations, marks the point beyond

which predicted climate change will cause a significant decline in agricultural output in the  world’s most populated countries as well as an intensification of drought and other extreme meteorological events, thereby creating tens of millions of environmental refugees around the world.

The man/nature relationship could be considered in primarily ethical-political terms, debating what form or forms that the social ethos should have, remodeling man and nature. To a certain extent, this is the field of bioethics, although the more precise field could be called environmental ethics or environmental philosophy.

Architects and engineers must learn to be familiar with plants, or else lose commissions and money. Agronomists must come to understand the world of architecture and see it for what it has become for them: a great, new opportunity for professional development. Sharing knowledge,

knocking down the wall of professional interests, collaborating and integrating disciplines are the approaches that have become so crucial today. In this situation of constant transformation, training and information of workers at all levels takes on a fundamental role in managing the changes. To keep up with the times, technology must learn to abandon the standards and face the difficult energy problems inherent in architecture with the environmental value and characteristics of the places themselves.

Land, water, air: these finite resources wake architecture up to its task of defining sustainability as a common good. Nature as a “backdrop” must become instead a “model” in order to offer a new vision of the complex functions of organisms and material processes. These principles can serve as a solid base for the “taking shape” of sustainability, to create a “tangible utopia”.

The difficulty of developing knowledge and skills for designing transformations that are both environmentally and culturally sustainable is rooted in the epistemological conflict between knowledge of environmental dynamics (often “invisible” ones, such as the major cycles of the

biosphere) and the design of transformations of the physical environment (always “visible”, such as the constructed landscape). This “visible/invisible” conflict has often set environmental sciences and architectural design in opposition to one another. On the contrary, integration of the two would favour the development of an environmental approach to a trans-scalare design that makes the invisible visible, giving form and environmentally significant symbolic values to the physical transformations.

The choice to give precedence to the environment has stimulated promising new  methodological approaches. This is largely due to the contribution of ecosystemic logic, which has introduced cyclic thinking into design processes, along with tools to assess a cycle’s efficiency in terms of material, energy and information flows.

In the end, the challenge for the future is to abide by a new global green ethics. This does not mean establishing a new sector in the green economy, but rather implementing a full-fledged “Green New Deal”, in the hopes that the green economy “can be an answer to the present economic and financial crisis and that the process of reconversion will pervade the entire economy, transforming even traditional sectors such as construction, transport and agriculture, as well as those of raw materials, renewable energy and land conservation”.
Culture_Nature+Spazio Thetis

Integration-Fluidity-Site-specific-Slow Architecture

The works on exhibit in the Spazio Thetis were selected according to the concept of going beyond the Culture/Nature opposition in the interest of integrating multidisciplinary areas dealing with the environment and contemporary habitats. Architecture and art combine and address the concepts of landscape, agriculture, energy, design and eco-compatibility in general.

The works include site-specific buildings and mock-ups of buildings where the paradigms of sustainability can be achieved either by adopting simple technologies (Cardenas’s bamboo geodesic dome, Moretto’s pod) or by applying sophisticated high-tech measures (Varratta’s integrated plan for iGuzzini, Ceppi’s “sustainable road”, Facchinetti’s wellness and Acerbis’s technology centre).

The installations are set in a fluid landscape conceived by Kipar, where tracks and furrows in the earth generate a network that recalls the profound relationship between man and that place.

A number of projects deal with issues of modularity, assemblage (Montanelli’s itinerant ecomuseum), experiments with light pre-fabrication of a floating aluminium kit-house (Ferrario).

All the installations are made with systems that can be recycled, reversed and reconfigured (Bodega’s tree, Assostudio’s green cube). They stand as symbolic representations of sustainable buildings, potential urban landscape modules of the new natural habitats allowing a renewed relationship between design and this reinvented naturalness. The need for this kind of mirroring inspired Vudafieri and Saverino in their Reflective Natural project, a sort of contemporary  dolmen made of reflecting plates.

The philosophy of slow architecture behind the research of Frigerio Design Group is gaining ground. Their work aims for a reduced environmental impact, sensitivity for the context and the landscape, structural functionality, maximum flexibility of use, industrial feasibility and accessibility for maintainance activities. The projects resulting from university theses and workshops at the Politecnico di Milano and the Politecnico di Torino and the Mendrisio academy demonstate that special measures can be adopted that transform the conditions of a given situation into opportunities to implement efficient, sustainable architecture solutions through experimental projects.

Other projects on the urban scale seek to convert the brownfield urban image to its original greenfield condition (Camerana’s Environment Park in the area of the ex-Ferriere Fiat in Turin) or emphasize the use of green as an element to connect town areas (Mariani’s plan for the Piazza della Visitazione in Matera, Cirié’s Town Plan, and the Green Street project for Monza).

In the end, these examples show that design can be seen as a revitalizing force, creating positive effects for the environment, society and the economy. Buildings and communities can

use nature as a model and incorporate its principles, such as “waste equals food”, “celebrate diversity” and “maximize the use of organic materials”.

In fact, the art-nature-architecture relationship is dominated today by the effects of scientific progress. The imitation of nature finds its models in mind-boggling bio-technological microcosms, astrophysical macrocosms, the enigmas of fractal modularity, the exponential complexity of artificial intelligence and the discoveries of genetic manipulation (Marica Moro).

Here art documents, predicts and magnifies the ecological emergency and indiscrimate consumption of resources through reflections and sensations that give substance to the nightmares and visions that lurk below the surface (Pier Vincenzo Rinaldi, Fallani and Domenicucci).

On the other hand, scientific development has radically changed the coordinates of the basic practice of art, which consists in representing and imitating nature. “The natural environment is no longer represented as a passive setting as in Land Art, nor as an environment to be compensated…but rather as a source of energy that nourishes the very essence of the design

and material of the work”.
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